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and Gaston Darboux had named Poincaré as a second candidate and a campaign in 1908 to nominate Poincaré was
started. It was led by Darboux as permanent secretary of the Académie des sciences, and it was supported by a
number of Poincaré’s colleagues. Lorentz and Zeeman supported the campaign in a letter from 1910, if only somewhat
dutifully and without passing the chance to draw the committee’s attention to their countrymen Johannes van der
Waals and Heike Kamerlingh Onnes. The campaign for Poincaré is documented not only by the proposal letters but
also by an interesting document in which Poincaré himself summarized his contributions to the physical sciences in a
memorandum for Darboux.
As we know, Poincaré died before this campaign bore fruit. Needless to say, a historical assessment of his contri-
butions to physics cannot emerge from the correspondence assembled in this volume alone. But, on the other hand, no
serious attempt to put Poincaré’s contributions to the natural sciences into a proper historical perspective can ignore
the rich and carefully edited collection of documents in this volume.
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This book shows a picture of Italian geometry and, especially, geometers in the delicate passage from projective
geometry (the “modern geometry”) to algebraic geometry (the “new Italian geometry,” as Felix Klein named the
theory of algebraic curves and surfaces, which represented the new course of the Italian school of geometry). The new
methods of algebraic geometry took the place of the old projective methods; the changes were sometimes traumatic
and hard polemics broke out between mathematicians of different schools, as the letters published in this book show.
These new ideas were to lead to the celebrated Italian school of algebraic geometry founded by Corrado Segre, whose
main characters were Guido Castelnuovo, Federigo Enriques and Francesco Severi.
Federico Amodeo (1859–1946) is a nearly unknown mathematician, at least to present-day mathematicians and
historians of mathematics. He was born in Avellino, a town then belonging to the kingdom of Naples, and studied
at the University of Naples with the geometer Achille Sannia. Amodeo was soon given a secondary school post in
Naples, but then moved to Turin. There he taught at a technical institute during the academic year 1890–1891 and met
Giuseppe Peano, Gino Fano, Enrico D’Ovidio, Segre, and Castelnuovo, with whom in subsequent years he exchanged
the letters contained in the book. In these years Segre launched his research on algebraic curves and manifolds.
In Turin Amodeo tried to get the “libera docenza,” which would allow him to hold university lectures, but failed
because Segre considered his works not original enough. After his intense experience in Turin, Amodeo went back to
Naples because he suffered economic problems. As the letters between Sannia and Amodeo—mostly exchanged in
1891—show, Amodeo helped Sannia in drafting the second edition of the Lectures on projective geometry (Lezioni
Reviews / Historia Mathematica 36 (2009) 178–191 189
di geometria proiettiva, Napoli, Pellerano), which improved the first edition of 1886. Amodeo gave up research on
geometry in 1899, after another negative evaluation of his work by a commission of well-known geometers—Eugenio
Beltrami, Eugenio Bertini, Luigi Bianchi, Enrico D’Ovidio, Salvatore Pincherle, Giuseppe Veronese.
This and other episodes are told by Amodeo himself in his Critical and historical synthesis of the geometry of
algebraic curves (Sintesi storico-critica della geometria delle curve algebriche) published in 1945. Here, Amodeo
also explains the development of Italian algebraic geometry, as well as his own contributions to the new geometry.
According to Franco and Nicla Palladino, Amodeo’s results on geometry have a scientific interest, but in my opinion
their argument is not well supported. Anyway, the letters contained in this book well describe the scientific back-
ground of the time. In Amodeo’s correspondence one can find a number of observations and notices about Italian
geometers—more than about Italian geometry. Several polemics—some well-known but others unknown to histori-
ans of mathematics—emerge here. Italian geometers indeed approached geometry from different points of view and
their letters testify to how difficult the passage towards the new methods of algebraic geometry was. Some polemics
involved Amodeo, others did not.
But it is true that Amodeo exchanged letters with some of the most important mathematicians of his time—in the
book one can find letters by and to Sannia, Segre, Peano, Castelnuovo, D’Ovidio, Del Pezzo, Fano, Pieri, Pascal,
Vailati, Vivanti, Castellano, and Gerbaldi. As was to be expected, not all the letters are equally interesting, and just a
few are impressive; as an example, only a small group of historians and mathematicians are likely to find interesting
the section concerning Amodeo’s life and work, as well as the 154 pages of letters between Sannia and Amodeo.
The letters are complemented by a 50-page long introduction that provides scientific context and a short biography
of Amodeo; an index of names; some appendices; and other letters that clarify some crucial points. The letters are
edited with notes that unfortunately not always offer enough mathematical background and technical tools to make
the letters intelligible.
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Oskar Becker (1889–1964) came to philosophy from mathematics: he got a doctorate degree in Leipzig with a
thesis on axiomatic geometry (1914) under Otto Hölder’s direction and then obtained his Habilitation in Freiburg im
Breisgau with Husserl in 1922. He became Husserl’s assistant in 1923 and in 1924 published his major work, Mathe-
matische Existenz, strongly influenced by Martin Heidegger. He left Freiburg in 1931 to take up a chair in philosophy
at the University of Bonn. The most knowledgeable in mathematics among the Heideggerians, he was proud of having
been in contact with the core group of the Hilbert-Kreis, including W. Ackermann, J. v. Neumann, H. Weyl, and E. Zer-
melo. Although he had been very close to Nazi ideology, he was reinstated in his professorship in 1951. The reader of
this volume gets an overview of Becker’s intellectual biography in all matters related to philosophy of mathematics.
One may wonder, however, about possible connections between Becker’s (Heideggerian) anthropological approach in
philosophy of mathematics and his political stance. This subject is nowhere mentioned. Göttingen’s University library
preserves the draft of David Hilbert’s 1930 letter to Becker discussing Becker’s Mathematische Existenz six years
after its publication. Peckhaus’ anthology appeared three years ago. The delay in this review is due to unintended
